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SHALL WE GO FORWARD ? 

Is the world as good as it ought to be and might be? Has the 
church as broad a conception, as clear a vision, of truth and of its 
own mission as it is possible for it to attain ? Are its standards of 
personal life and character, its ideals and hopes for human life in 
its broad social aspects, perfect, and so incapable of improvement ? 
Are we working with full intelligence and all possible effectiveness 
for the achievement of true ideals of personal and community life ? 
If there is still room for progress, is progress possible ? If progress 
is possible, shall we go forward ? 

Shall we go forward in the field of Christian scholarship ? Shall 
we count what has been done enough, drive a stake and stand where 
we are? Shall we crystallize our present achievements in creeds 
and textbooks and dictionaries, and write at the end of each, Thus 
far and no farther? Or shall we count each past achievement a 
stepping-stone for further progress; each unsolved problem a chal- 
lenge and a command to push on ? Do we know all we need to know 
about the Bible, how it arose, in general and in particular, what is 
its permanent significance and its authority, how it can best serve 
the moral and religious life of today? Have we nothing more to 
learn concerning God's dealings with that vast majority of the human 
race that have lain outside the course of Hebrew and Christian 
revelation? Have we said the last word concerning the human 
soul, its moral needs, its religious capacities, concerning immortality 
and life after death? Have we finished the work of co-ordinating 
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such knowledge as we possess in these several realms of thought, 
and of translating the result into terms that make it intelligible to 
men of our day and contributory to the highest well-being of men ? 
If these are still tasks to be accomplished, shall we shrink from them 
as too hard ? Or shall we gird up the loins of our minds and press 
on toward their accomplishment ? 

Shall we go forward in the application of religious and ethical 
truth to human life ? Shall we venture to question whether the present 
organization of society is the best possible, more conducive than 
any other to the highest welfare of the generation that now is and the 
generations that are to come? Shall we ask whether the ideals of 
the gospel have yet permeated the structure of our commercial sys- 
tem and become dominant in the world's great enterprises? Shall 
we dare to inquire whether our ideals of education and our concep- 
tions of government are subject to revision? Shall we set every 
phase of our modern life in the strong light of the life and teachings 
of the Christ, and ask ourselves whether we ought to be content 
with things as they are, or must rather look and hope and toil for a 
time when those teachings and the ideals that ruled that life shall 
have displaced the lower conceptions which now prevail even in 
Christian lands and within the church ? 

Shall we go forward in the endeavor to set for the individual man 
a higher ideal of life, intellectually, morally, religiously? Shall we 
ask ourselves whether the ideal of human life commonly accepted, 
not among publicans and sinners, but among the leaders in thought 
and action, among the poets and the novelists, the priests and the 
prophets, are still below the highest possibilities of human life, and 
hence in need of purifying and elevating ? 

But grappling with these tasks has its perils. To ask such ques- 
tions as these, to open the mind to new evidence on them, may lead 
to the surrender of old beliefs that have been helpful to us or to 
others. To consider the possibility of change in the structure of 
society or ideals of life may be to involve ourselves in social unrest, 
or it may be in revolution. True. To press forward is not always 
to build on the foundation already laid. It must sometimes be to 
forget or to reject the things that are behind. To go forward involves 
danger. It is so in war; it is so in economic life; it cannot be other- 
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wise in the intellectual aspects of religious life. Shall we then prohibit 
progress, anchor ourselves where we are, and stop the flowing of the 
streams if we can? Is stagnation better than danger? Or though 
there is danger, shall we go forward with hope and courage ? 

In the long run, thought rules the world. The thinker is the king 
of men. Not the doer? Yes, the doer; but the doer that thinks, or 
the doer who has been spurred on to doing by the thoughts of the 
thinker. Back of ever}' forward step that the world has taken has 
lain some new thought wrought out in toil and sweat of brain, often 
in the anguish of birth-pangs, the costly offspring of some thinking 
mind. Thought is not the whole of character. Emotion and will are 
constituent factors in it, and right character consists rather in one's 
attitude toward goodness and truth as such than in the accuracy of 
one's apprehension of what is true on any particular subject. But 
even this perception of the subordination of thought to will in char- 
acter we owe to the thinker. It is thinking that emancipated the world 
from the bondage to intellectualism in religion and morals, and 
struck the death-blow at persecution for opinion's sake. One may 
hold many erroneous opinions and still be a good man, but the prog- 
ress of the world in every sphere of life waits on the enlightenment 
that comes through larger knowledge, deeper thinking, clearer, 
broader vision. 

Shall we go forward? Not if we already know all truth; if we 
have penetrated the depth and height, explored the length and 
breadth, of all truth that concerns man's welfare. If our fathers 
solved all problems, or if those that they left, we have conquered, 
let us drive here our stake, here make our last stand, and fight as our 
bitterest foe him who talks of progress. If the thought of the past 
touched the outermost rim of human possibility in reference to the 
great fundamental truths of religion, the principles and ideals of 
personal and social life, and cast in the perfect mold of a faultless 
creed and institutions incapable of improvement, the eternal and 
unchangeable truth, and if truth inherited is as vital and powerful 
as truth achieved, let us sit at the feet of the fathers and solemnly 
repeat their ultimate truths. But if our fathers left us some tasks 
unfinished, and if each generation must work out its own salvation 
and anew fight its way out into a fresh and living conception of the 
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ideal of human life as respects man's relation to the eternal Spirit 
of God and to the finite spirits of men, pushing its thought, if it may, 
a hand's breadth farther out into the boundless sea of reality, then let 
us bend to our task and push on with faith and hope, though some- 
times the heart ache and the soul grow weary with its yearning after 
the unattained. Let us go forward. 

Shall we go forward in our own lives ? Shall we strive to see truth 
more clearly and fully, to live more purely, more strongly, more 
serviceably for the world ? Shall we, recognizing that he who would 
advance the kingdom of God through the dissemination of true ideas 
and noble ideals must himself have a pure heart and clean hands — 
shall we go forward ? Not if we have already attained, if we have 
already achieved all that is possible to man. But if there are 
battles yet to win, if there are heights yet to scale, if there are noble 
possibilities still unachieved, then, forgetting the things that are 
behind and stretching forward to the things that are before, let us 
press on toward the goal. 

Whatsoever things are true, whatsoever things are honorable, 
whatsoever things are right, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever 
things are lovely, whatsoever things are of good report; if there be 
any virtue and if there be any praise, think on these things, to the 
end that they may be achieved. 



